geographical setting, climate and the type of debris that covers the ice. "The flagship glaciers are pieces of the puzzle of climate responses on the Third Pole, " says Yao Tandong, director of the Chinese Academy of Sciences' Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research (ITP) in Beijing, and chairman of the TPE's science committee. Using standardized methods at each site, the team hopes to discern how glaciers in different parts of the Third Pole are responding, and what is driving the changes. The team will put the information collected during the study into a public database after a proprietary period of a couple of years, says Yao.
A Detailed analyses of 25 glaciers will not settle the controversy, but "they're a good starting point", says glaciologist Koji Fujita at Nagoya University in Japan. As well as assessing mass balance, the team will set up several comprehensive observatories to monitor the weather and solar radiation and measure properties of the snow, soil and ice, says Daqing Yang, a hydrologist at Environment Canada in Gatineau, who is involved in the study. It will also test methods for measuring snow amounts at high elevations -"a missing but badly needed piece of information in mountain research", says Yang.
Imtiaz Rangwala, a climatologist at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey, who is not involved in the TPE, says that the stations may help to resolve a pressing problem about climate change in high regions. Many climate simulations suggest that higher elevations will warm faster than lower ones, but Rangwala and his colleague James Miller reported last month that many mountain regions do not follow such a clear pattern 3 . The campaign, he says "will bridge a major knowledge gap in mountain research, especially at a time when high-elevation observatory stations elsewhere are at risk of being closed down due to lack of funding". ■
